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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The purpose of this research was to evaluate the 

changes that were made to our EMS orientation 

program and the impact those changes have had on the 

Springfield Fire Department.  One of the problems 

that was facing the Springfield Fire Department, and 

the focus of this research, was that our department 

conducted new employee orientation on a very 

informal basis which led to frustration for the new 

employees and created problems for supervisors.  The 

foundation of this problem was the lack of a 

formalized orientation program for new employees.  

This research employed historical and 

descriptive research methodologies to pursue the 

following research questions: 

 

1.  What elements are key to the success of a 

new employee orientation program?  
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2.  How can the existing orientation program for 

new employees be expanded and improved with the 

Springfield Fire Department? 

3.  Should the Springfield Fire Department 

implement a spouse/family orientation program? 

A literature review was conducted on topics 

relating to EMS orientation, preceptors, and 

spouse/family orientation programs.  An interview 

was conducted with Donald Lee, EMS Training Captain 

for the City of Los Angeles Fire Department.  The 

current orientation program was reviewed and some 

changes were recommended for expanding the program. 

The results confirmed the literature findings 

that Springfield's employee orientation program 

lacked some of the essential elements of a 

successful comprehensive orientation program.  

Further, there was an opportunity for the program to 

be expanded. 

The research yielded three significant   
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recommendations for the Springfield Fire Department. 

First, our EMS orientation program needs to be 

expanded to include other divisions of the 

department, including administrative aspects; 

secondly, we need to assign an officer to conduct 

departmental training and to oversee the design and 

implementation of the expanded orientation program; 

and finally, we need to formalize our spousal and 

family orientation program and make this program a 

requirement for all newly hired employees. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

New employee orientation takes on many forms in 

the private and public sectors.  In the fire 

service, the degree to which a new employee receives 

an introduction into the organization varies widely. 

 The orientation may take on a formal appearance, 

including lectures on key topics and orientation 

checklists, or it may be done more informally, such 

as discussions between new employees and 

supervisors.  Having a comprehensive orientation 

program will make your organization stronger and 

reduce the risk of poor performance, the need for 

discipline, and the possibility of legal action 

(Marinucci, 1996).   

 

One of the problems that was facing the 

Springfield Fire Department, and the focus of this 

research, was that our department conducted its EMS 

orientation on a very informal basis which led to 
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new employee frustration, as well as creating 

problems for supervisors because the rules, 

regulations, standard practices, and the culture of 

our organization were not communicated, or were 

communicated inconsistently from supervisor to 

supervisor.  A series of factors contributed to 

problems with our organization providing consistent, 

quality EMS care.  At the foundation of these 

problems was the lack of a formal EMS orientation 

program for our new employees.  This began to change 

in 1996 with the development of an EMS orientation 

program.  Since it’s inception, this program has 

undergone many changes and revisions to improve its 

effectiveness. 

 

The purpose of this research was to identify the 

key elements of successful orientation programs in 

the fire service, as well as identify some of the 

common oversights made in the development and 

administration of our orientation program.  This 
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research helped our department identify some 

deficiencies in our program and resulted in 

recommendations for changes that would improve the 

EMS orientation program.  This research employed 

historical and descriptive research methodologies.  

A literature review was conducted on topics related 

to new employee EMS orientation, the use of 

preceptors to assist new employees with their 

introduction into the organization, and orientation 

programs for spouses and family members. 

 

An interview was conducted with Captain Donald 

Lee, EMS Training Officer for the City of Los 

Angeles Fire Department.  Captain Lee has been 

extensively involved in the development and 

administration of the EMS orientation program used 

by the City of Los Angeles Fire Department.  Captain 

Lee is also an EMS Commissioner for Los Angeles 

County which adds to his broad perspective of EMS 

based issues in the fire service. 
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The orientation program conducted by the 

Springfield Fire Department was very informal and 

disorganized.  This was especially true with regard 

to conveying information on our EMS operations, 

which is our most frequently used service.  Research 

into this problem revealed opportunities for our 

program to be formalized and expanded.   This 

research focused on addressing the opportunities to 

improve the orientation program by pursuing these 

three questions: 

 

1.  What elements are key to the success of a 

new employee orientation program? 

 

2.  How can the existing orientation program for 

new employees be expanded and improved within 

the Springfield Fire Department? 

 

3.  Should the Springfield Fire Department 

implement a spouse/family orientation program.  
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 BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 

Springfield Fire Department is a combination  

department serving 16,000 residents in southeast 

Summit County, Ohio.  Calls for service are 

approximately 2,000 per year with 85% of those calls 

being for emergency medical services (EMS).  For 

years, the department employed only a nominal number 

of full-time staff (five), and were heavily 

dependent upon part-time personnel for the bulk of 

service delivery.  Staffing levels remained steady 

from the early 1980's through 1992.  Administrative 

changes, including the appointment of a new fire 

chief and new assistant fire chief, led to many 

changes within the department and significant 

turnover of staff.  Since 1992, the department has 

hired approximately 40 new part-time employees and 

eleven new full-time employees to accommodate the 

turnover and the increase in call volume. 
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The department has hired 11 new full-time staff 

members since 1992.  These employees were hired from 

the part-time ranks and were already functioning at 

full capacity within the department.  They did not 

require additional EMS orientation to assume their 

duties as full-time fire-medics.  The problems 

identified that led to the need for changes in the 

orientation program stemmed from the hiring of part-

time personnel. 

 

The mix of part-time employees hired during that 

period varied widely, with new recruits being hired 

with experience from full-time fire departments, 

volunteer fire departments, and private EMS 

companies.  Some of the part-time candidates 

possessed no experience in the fire or EMS fields.  

Each of these employees came to Springfield Fire 

with a various understandings of how our department 

operated.  They also had different expectations of 

how our department would serve their needs. 
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Many basic EMS functions are consistent from one 

pre-hospital care provider to the next.  However, as 

some internal problems began to develop, we realized 

that our equipment, policies, and culture were 

different from some of the other EMS providers in 

our area.  At that time, our new employee 

orientation was being conducted very informally, 

with line officers conducting overviews of 

department policies, procedures, and equipment.  It 

was discovered that many of the newly hired part-

time employees who came to our department from other 

fire departments were treated differently by our 

officers with regard to orientation.  An assumption 

was made, albeit incorrectly, by some of our 

officers that if someone came to work for us and 

that person had experience with another department, 

they would automatically know our policies, 

procedures, and equipment.  This lackadaisical 

attitude toward providing a formal EMS orientation 

for all new employees, regardless of their previous 
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experience, led to problems in our department and 

with the quality of our EMS care.  

 

Beginning in 1996, and continuing currently, the 

Springfield Fire Department has worked to improve 

its new employee recruitment, retention, 

orientation, and training programs.  This has 

resulted in an improvement in the caliber of new 

employees being hired, and an improvement in the 

quality of their work upon completion of the 

orientation program.  During the on-going process of 

leading change in our organization, the author of 

this research became acutely aware that our EMS 

orientation program (for new employees) had 

opportunities for improvement and for the program to 

be expanded. 

 

EMS orientation and related EMS leadership 

topics were introduced in the Advanced Leadership 

Issues In EMS curriculum, as part of the Executive 
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Fire Officer Program at the National Fire Academy.  

 This research project addressed issues relating 

primarily to new employee EMS orientation with a 

ancillary review of preceptorship and spousal/family 

orientation. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The literature review for this research project 

involved the examination of literature pertaining to 

three related areas.  The first area examined 

related to the elements of successful new employee 

orientation programs.  This literature was reviewed 

to gain an understanding of the appropriateness and 

completeness of the design of our current EMS 

orientation program and to gain some insight for 

expanding the program. 

  

Second, the literature relating to EMS 

preceptorship was evaluated.  This literature was 
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utilized to determine the effectiveness of our 

current system of choosing and training preceptors 

and its causal effect on the successes or failures 

in our orientation program. 

 

The third area researched was on the design and 

implementation of spousal and family orientation 

programs.  The only orientation that we currently 

offer to family members is an informal orientation 

for the families of new full-time employees.  

However, through this research, it was discovered 

that this program has some opportunities for 

improvement and to be formalized. 

 

NEW EMPLOYEE EMS ORIENTATION  

 

Most U.S. employers now invest considerable time 

and money in the “join-up” process.  According to 

Training Magazine, 85% of companies with more than 

100 employees offer formal orientation programs 
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(Austin, 1995).  The reasons for this trend by 

private, and now public employers, is that managers 

are beginning to see the staggering cost that is 

associated with improper orientation and the 

potential litigation that can occur as a result of 

employee turnover.  A study conducted by the 

pharmaceutical giant Merck in 1990 showed that the 

disruption in work flow when a staff member leaves 

and the cost of getting employees on and off the 

payroll boosted the price of turnover to 150% of an 

employee’s annual salary (Austin, 1995). 

 

Turnover and the recruitment of replacement 

employees can be very expensive and time demanding. 

 This is compounded by the potential exposure if an 

employee claims that they were improperly discharged 

as a result of improper orientation.   

 

There are changes in the basic nature of the 

employer/employee relationship.  The workforce 
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has become increasingly litigious as a greater 

number of employees have challenged company 

policies and procedures in the courts.  It is 

thus more important than ever for employers to 

fully communicate to their employees the 

conditions of their employment and how they are 

expected to perform (Jerris, 1993).  

 

The Employee Resource Group has announced that the 

average cost to settle a wrongful termination 

dispute is slightly more that $733,000 (Shouldis, 

1994).   

Another important observation made by Shoultis was 

that in addition to reducing the potential for 

litigation, new employee orientation programs are 

leading the fire service to a higher level of 

professionalism, providing role models in all 

segments of the community. 

 

An effective way to minimize the potential for 
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litigation by firefighter applicants is to ensure 

that there are no surprises for them in the 

screening process.  We can minimize such surprises 

by using an applicant orientation session, during 

which you make it clear to applicants what they 

should expect in the hiring process and what you 

expect from them (Dezelan, 1997).  Orientation 

courses include a review of the department’s 

policies, procedures, medical protocols and written 

standing orders, and it’s facilities, vehicles, 

equipment and supplies (Swan, 1993).   

 

Consider using a checklist indicating the 

information given, and have all recruits sign, 

indicating that they were given the information. 

 If a problem develops, you do not want them to 

claim that they were not given adequate 

explanations.  You can eliminate the excuse 

“nobody told me that” (Marinucci, 1996).  
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Another good training requirement that some 

companies use is to give new members a written 

guide, explaining all the requirements that they 

would be expected to meet within appropriate time 

frames.  This gives the new firefighter a checklist 

to use as a benchmark and planning tool so that time 

and task commitments can be met accordingly (Dyer, 

1995). 

 

With the problems of potential litigation 

identified, there are many other sound reasons to 

conduct new employee orientation programs.  

Identified by Linda Jerris (1993) in a text she 

prepared for the American Management Association, 

she identified the following reasons: 

 

To communicate the values and priorities of the 

organization; To model good customer service 

behavior; To control hiring and turnover costs; 

To foster positive attitudes; To bring employees 
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up to speed faster; To prevent 

misunderstandings; And to protect the long-term 

health of the organization.  

 

Jerris cautions that the planning and 

development of an orientation program, if done 

properly, can take a considerable amount of time and 

research.  She offers the following checklist as 

things to consider when developing an orientation 

program: 

 

Align the program with the company’s mission 

statement, setting significant measurable goals 

and objectives that reflect the unique needs of 

your company; Emphasize a solid orientation as 

essential to improving and maintaining 

productivity and profits; Involving senior 

management; Making line managers and supervisors 

key in the orientation process; Fostering two-

way communications between new employees and top 
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management; And conducting ongoing follow-up and 

review. 

 

 

ORIENTATION PRECEPTORS 

 

The research conducted on this topic enlightened 

the author to just how important the selection and 

training of preceptors is to the success of EMS 

orientation programs.  The first requirement of a 

successful internship program is a qualified 

preceptor (Giannini, 1991).   

 

New employees need preceptors, mentors if you 

will.  The preceptor needs to be someone that 

the new employee can relate to, preferably 

someone who is close to them in age and similar 

background,  someone the new employee can feel 

comfortable talking to when he has a problem 

(D.Lee, personal interview, May 10, 1998).   
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A nagging issue in EMS education is the lack of 

consistent and high-quality field instructors and 

preceptors.  In many organizations there is a marked 

inconsistency in what preceptors cover during 

internships (Sanderson, 1996).  To ensure that 

students receive the best training possible, some 

states, such as California, require that paramedic 

preceptors have at least two years of field 

experience (Giannini, 1991). 

 

Some organizations have a difficult time finding 

and maintaining a pool of qualified EMS preceptors. 

 Sometimes this is because the paramedic preceptor 

was not properly prepared for the additional 

assignment, but sometimes the tradition of the fire 

service stands in the way.  Some staunch fire 

service members find themselves frustrated by and 

impatient with the “outsider” who has no background 

in the nostalgic “fire service family” with it’s 

rules, regulations, practices, and procedures 
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(Shouldis, 1994).   

 

One of the keys to the success a training 

officer enjoys with developing new employees is to 

ensure that there is good communication between the 

new employee and their preceptor.  The new employee 

must know where they stand and how they are doing.  

Specific and measurable criteria on the trainee’s 

behavior and job performance are vital to a training 

officer’s effectiveness (Shoultis, 1994). 

 

Even though the preceptors may be front-line 

staff personnel, the officers, especially the first-

level officers, must be involved in the preceptor 

process.  Line managers and supervisors, because 

they actually work with the new employees, have the 

most to gain from the orientation program and must 

be responsible for making sure that new employees 

know their jobs and the standards expected (Jerris, 

1993). 
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FAMILY ORIENTATION PROGRAMS 

 

New employees who enter the fire service are 

often unaware of the many aspects of the job.  Much 

of what they know of the job comes from what they 

see on television or movies, which is a serious 

misrepresentation of the actual job.  This is not 

only true for the new employees, but it is also true 

for their family and friends.  At the City of Los 

Angeles Fire Department, family orientation has 

become part of the new employee orientation.  As 

Captain Don Lee explained (1998), on day one of 

training, the families have to know what is to be 

expected.  Family orientation is a big deal because 

the family will be the one the employee depends on 

throughout his career.  Within the Springfield Fire 

Department, we have observed that the families of 

our employees often lack an understanding of the 

fire fighter’s job and this has led to some family 

problems. 
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After being put on hold for 24 hours, the family 

quite naturally expects the fire fighter’s full 

attention.  But the fire fighter may arrive at 

home tired, under stress, and still suffering 

from the events of a significant emotional 

event, such as the death of a child (Wilson, 

1988). 

 

Wilson (1988) further explains that unhappy 

family situations compound the stress that a fire 

fighter already faces.  The result could be 

decreased job satisfaction, increased illnesses and 

absences, and lower productivity. 

 

While there are some fire service organizations 

conducting spousal and family orientation programs, 

such as the City of Los Angeles Fire Department, the 

research indicates that required spousal and family 

orientation remains relatively new to the fire 

service. 
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PROCEDURES 

 

The research procedures used to complete this 

project consisted of literature reviews conducted at 

the Learning Resource Center at the National 

Emergency Training Center in April 1998.  Additional 

literature reviews were conducted in May 1998 at the 

University of Akron library located in Akron, Ohio, 

and through literature provided in June 1998 through 

the Metropolitan State University library in St. 

Paul, Minnesota.  An interview was conducted on May 

10, 1998 with Donald Lee, Training Division Captain 

from the City of Los Angeles Fire Department and EMS 

Commissioner for Los Angeles County, California.   

 

An evaluation was conducted of the orientation 

program at the Springfield Fire Department.  This 

evaluation led to changes in our program as well as 

creating some recommendations for incorporating 

additions to the program. 
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The need for proper design and implementation of 

our EMS orientation also had a bearing on our 

creation of an EMS division and the appointment of a 

director of EMS Operations.  The creation of the EMS 

division allowed our department to focus efforts on 

the development of EMS policies and procedures.  One 

of the first major projects assigned to the EMS 

director was to revamp the entire EMS orientation 

program. 

 

Limitations    

 

This research provided focus on the changes and 

development of our EMS orientation, with minor 

reference to the general administrative orientation. 

 This research did not evaluate the design or 

effectiveness of a fire division orientation for our 

department.  Our fire orientation is in the 

incipient stages of development.  The lessons 

learned from this research and the design of our EMS 
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orientation program are being used as the model for 

expanding our program to serve other aspects of our 

operations. 

 

The EMS orientation program remains a relatively 

new program in our organization.  While the results 

have been positive thus far in achieving our 

objectives, additional time is needed to evaluate 

its long range effectiveness. 

RESULTS 

 

The introduction to this research project 

identified three specific research questions.  The 

results of the research are presented as they 

addressed those specific research questions:   

 

1.  What elements are key to the success of a 

new employee orientation program? 

 

From author to author, there was a wide variety 
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of recommendations and suggestions for what elements 

comprise a successful orientation program.  There 

are, however, a few elements that seem to run 

consistent among the authors.  First was the 

undisputed fact that in our litigious society it is 

very important for employers to inform employees 

about what the job requirements are, the performance 

expectations, and the dangers of the job.  The use 

of a checklist as a means to document that an 

employee has received a complete and thorough 

introduction into the organization is important.  

This was one of the lessons that the Springfield 

Fire Department learned early and incorporated in 

the development of its orientation program.  Early 

versions of our program had a checklist that was 

used to ensure the general topics were covered, but 

new employees were not required to sign-off on the 

checklist.  This created problems as the performance 

of some new employees became an issue and there was 

no documentation to prove that they had received a 
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complete orientation.  Our orientation program is 

now completed in four phases, with each phase 

containing checklists for the employee and the 

preceptor to sign.  This creates accountability on 

behalf of the new employee and the preceptor. 

 

The lack of proper documentation of the 

orientation steps being completed was one of the 

most significant deficiencies identified in our 

orientation program.  Identifying this problem led 

to the development of a new employee orientation 

program that includes checklists for every step in 

the process.  The forms developed for the 

Springfield Fire EMS orientation are included as 

Appendix A.  

 

We learned that development of a comprehensive 

EMS orientation program is time consuming and 

requires considerable research on the part of the 

development team.  The orientation program at 
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Springfield Fire Department has been in progressive 

stages of development for more than three years.  

Early versions of the orientation program reflected 

our lack of planning and research on how the program 

should be conducted.  The focus of our current 

program is our EMS orientation.  Fire orientation 

and general administrative orientation are conducted 

on much smaller scales at this point.  Enhancements 

to this program will be addressed in the 

recommendations of this report.   One of the most 

important results of this research came with the 

understanding that our orientation program needs to 

be more comprehensive and broader in scope.  As the 

research indicated, it is important that the program 

communicate the values and priorities of the 

organization.   While the current orientation 

accomplishes this objective on EMS related topics, 

the orientation for the fire division and our 

general administrative orientation can benefit from 

this research finding.   
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The research also suggested that the orientation 

program be used as a tool to model good customer 

service.  At Springfield Fire, the quality of 

customer service is a focal point with our EMS 

Director.  Special effort has been made to ensure 

that new employees understand the importance of 

quality customer service.  In fact, the standard 

operating guideline that addresses personal conduct 

is reviewed and discussed in the first phase of the 

orientation program. 

 

The research also identified the importance of 

an orientation program as a means of controlling 

hiring and turnover costs.  Contrasting this 

statement, it was also identified that the 

development and implementation of a comprehensive 

orientation program is time consuming and expensive. 

 Our department has learned that the time and 

expense of developing a comprehensive orientation 
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program is an investment that pays dividends over 

time, while the cost of turnover wasted time and 

money.  

 

The research conducted on the selection and 

usage of preceptors was very valuable to the 

author’s review of the current program.  In all of 

the research conducted on the use of preceptors, 

there was emphasis on how important it is for the 

preceptors to be chosen based on their experience 

and their desire to help develop new employees.  

Currently, every non-probationary employee at the 

Springfield Fire Department can participate in the 

orientation of new employees.  This method was 

developed by the EMS Director as a way of involving 

all the current employees in the development of new 

hires.  The extent to which each employee may 

conduct orientation is identified on a checklist 

that is posted, indicating what portions of the EMS 

orientation can be conducted by each employee.  For 



 
 

29

example, EMTs cannot conduct orientation sessions on 

the use of the heart monitor.  This phase of the 

orientation would be reserved for paramedics.  As 

well, the field precepting of new employees are 

matched to preceptors who possess the appropriate 

level of training to properly evaluate the new 

employee’s performance. 

 

While involving all employees of the department 

in the orientation process accomplishes one 

objective, it also creates a problem because not all 

orientation instructors and preceptors share the 

same enthusiasm for developing the abilities of new 

employees.  This was noted in the research by 

Giannini (1991) when he wrote, a paramedic who is 

ambivalent about precepting or who is called upon by 

his employer to take on a student against his will 

is doing a disservice to the student.  Also, within 

our organization, the EMTs and paramedics possess a 

wide range of experience and ability, which reflects 
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on the quality of the EMS orientation sessions 

conducted with new employees.  Fortunately, the 

comprehensive nature of our EMS orientation program 

does not afford much variation or creative 

interpretation from preceptor to preceptor. 

 

Utilizing all of the employees in the preceptor 

pool has yielded a significant, and somewhat 

unexpected, benefit to the overall quality of our 

EMS operations.  Because a new employee can approach 

any employee and ask for assistance with an EMS 

orientation checklist, our employees are more 

conscientious of their knowledge of basic 

operational details, such as the location and usage 

of equipment on the med units. 

 

Gaining an understanding of the key elements of 

a successful EMS orientation program was 

accomplished with the first research question.  

Armed with that information, the task of taking a 
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critical view of our orientation program was 

accomplished with the second research question:  

 

2.  How can the existing orientation program for 

new employees be expanded and improved within 

the Springfield Fire Department?   

 

The research on orientation program development 

identified key components of successful programs.  

Many of these components have now been incorporated 

into our EMS orientation program.  One area of 

opportunity that remains for the Springfield Fire 

Department comes with the development of an expanded 

orientation program that encompasses other 

operational areas of the department, such as fire 

operations, rescue operations, inspections, and fire 

prevention. However, the largest benefit to our 

overall operation may come with the development of 

an orientation segment that addresses the 

department’s administration, including issues 
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relating to the culture of our organization.  As 

B.D. Dyer explained (1995), fire departments have 

many unwritten rules and things that are done that 

make up the tradition and culture of the 

organization.  These rules ensure the smooth running 

of the station, extend an element of courtesy to 

each co-worker and translate into a respect for 

fellow firefighters.   

 

The current EMS orientation program reflects an 

evolutionary process that is on-going in our 

department.  The research affirmed that the current 

program contains many of the foundation elements of 

success with regard to the operations of our EMS 

program.  Expanding this program will enhance the 

overall organizational success by providing new 

employees with a thorough and comprehensive review 

of all aspects of the department, not just EMS. 

 

The final question addresses one aspect of the 
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orientation process that is being considered as a 

requirement for our new employees, spousal and 

family orientation.   

 

3.  Should the Springfield Fire Department 

implement a spouse/family member orientation 

program?  

 

The literature reviewed, coupled with 

discussions with department staff identified several 

benefits that would result from the development of 

such a program.  Family orientation provides a 

comprehensive objective means of helping the family 

adjust to the social, cultural, and technical 

aspects of the firefighter’s job (Wilson, 1988).   

 

The department currently uses a very basic form 

of spousal and family orientation that was developed 

in 1996 when three part-time employees were promoted 

to full-time.  At that time, it was identified that 
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the demands of the job and the performance 

expectations would be considerably different as 

these employees made the transition from part-time 

to full-time.  In developing an overview of the 

salary, benefits, work hours, and job requirements 

for the employees, it was identified that the 

spouses and family members of these employees would 

benefit from this information as well.   

 

Meetings were scheduled with the employees and 

their families, at the employee’s homes.  The fire 

chief and assistant fire chief met with each 

employee and his family and discussed all aspects of 

the job, the pay, the hours, the demands of the job, 

the stress associated with being a career fire-

medic, and the stress the family will endure as 

well.  Family members were encouraged to ask 

questions and to discuss their concerns and fears.  

The feedback from the family members and the 

employees was very positive.   
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However, to this point, this program has only 

been optional for the employee and the family 

members and has only been offered to full-time 

employees.  Evidence in the research revealed that 

this program should be made an essential element of 

the new employee orientation for all employees, both 

full-time and part-time.  Even though the full-time 

employees are promoted from the part-time ranks and 

have a familiarity with the operations of the 

department, their job requirements change 

significantly as they make the transition from a 

part-time “job” to a full-time “career”.  

 

Some of our newly hired part-time employees have 

had no previous fire or EMS experience.  Thus, their 

families are not familiar with the demands of the 

job and the stress the employee may encounter.  This 

creates a valuable, if not essential, opportunity to 

include the families of our newly hired part-time 

employees in this program. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The Springfield Fire Department has not been 

immune from litigation with regard to disciplinary 

action and termination of employees for substandard 

job performance.  From 1990 to 1996, more than forty 

employees left the organization.  During that time, 

the Department was sued twice by employees who were 

discharged for unsatisfactory performance.  The 

department was also subjected to an official inquiry 

by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission after 

a female employee, discharged for unsatisfactory 

performance, claimed she was wrongfully discharged 

solely because she was female.  While the department 

prevailed in all three cases, the need to have a 

comprehensive orientation program that identifies 

and thoroughly indoctrinates new employees into the 

organization became evident as the department’s 

counsel prepared its defense for these cases.   
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There has also been a significant expense 

associated with administering the steps of 

progressive disciplinary action and with the 

numerous public hearings that were required under 

the Ohio Revised Code when employees were suspended 

or terminated for performance-related deficiencies. 

 Fire departments who depend on part-time employees 

often see employees come and go.  What made our 

situation unique was the amount of turnover 

attributed to performance and disciplinary related 

matters.   

 

Many of these problems were traced to the 

employee’s lack of understanding of our rules, 

regulations, policies, procedures, and requirements 

of their jobs.  However, this was only part of the 

problem.  For years, the organization ran with 

little or no enforcement of the rules and 

regulations.  This led to the development of a 

culture where the employees performed as they 
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desired, with little regard to rules or standards of 

performance.  This especially became a problem with 

the introduction of a new fire chief who raised the 

benchmark for performance and raised the level of 

expectation for employee performance.  New employees 

hired did not receive a comprehensive orientation 

which, in turn, was reflected in their job 

performance.  The challenge was to develop and 

administer a quality, cost effective, result-

oriented orientation program for our new employees. 

  

 

Springfield Fire Department operates an Advanced 

Life Support EMS service.  Full-time candidates are 

hired from the part-time ranks.  Thus, the EMS 

orientation program was designed to fit the profile 

of part-time employees.  A part-time candidate may 

come to the organization with little or no training 

and experience, or the candidate may be a tenured 

paramedic with a neighboring career fire department. 
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 This presents some special challenges to the EMS 

director and to the preceptors because the new 

employees have vast differences in the knowledge 

they bring to the job. 

 

We have identified, and this research affirmed, 

that new employee orientation is essential to the 

success of our fire department in achieving its 

overall goals.  Through this research, the author 

also  learned that we have an opportunity to use the 

successful elements of our EMS orientation to create 

an expanded orientation program that encompasses all 

of the operational divisions of the fire department, 

including general administration. 

 

One deficiency identified with regard to our 

orientation of new employees is the fact that our 

department does not have an assigned training 

officer to develop and administrate our training and 

orientation programs.  Our Director of EMS 



 
 

40

Operations carries many responsibilities and taking 

on the added responsibility of administering the 

orientation program has proven difficult.  The lack 

of a designated training officer has delayed the 

expansion of our orientation program.   

 

Interestingly enough, much of the research 

conducted on the components of fire department 

orientations included discussions and 

recommendations for involving the families.  This 

component was noticeably absent from the articles 

that related to orientation of employees into 

civilian jobs.  This affirmed some of the 

observations made during this research that the fire 

service offers unique challenges to employees that 

require a family support network where many civilian 

jobs do not.  Perhaps the closest correlation to a 

fire service family orientation is the orientation 

of new recruits into the armed services, where 

candidates and their families meet with recruiters 
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to discuss the requirements and danger that may be 

encountered in military jobs.  The risk and stress 

associated with military jobs draws many 

similarities to the fire service, so this 

observation comes with little surprise. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The literature search conducted during this 

project found several useful articles relating to 

the EMS orientation and preceptorship.  This 

provided the author with insight toward 

understanding the elements of a successful 

orientation program, not only with regard to EMS, 

but also with regard to the general orientation of 

employees in the department.  Many of the findings 

in the research were applied to our department’s EMS 

orientation program and the research reinforced some 

of the fundamental elements of our program. 

 

The author recognizes that our successful 
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development of a comprehensive orientation program 

is an on-going process that requires conscious 

implementation and continual monitoring.  Several 

recommendations can be made regarding the manner by 

which our organization continues to develop the 

orientation program.   

 

First, our orientation program needs to be 

expanded to include the other divisions of the 

department, as well as the administrative aspects. 

This will ensure that our new employees receive a 

well-rounded indoctrination into the organization 

and equalize the importance of all divisions in the 

organization, of which EMS is the predominant focus 

at this point. 

   

Secondly, we need to establish a departmental 

training officer position.  If a suitable candidate 

could be located from within the department, we 

could promote internally.  If not, we may need to 
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seek an external candidate.  Part of the training 

officer’s job would be to oversee the design and 

implementation of the expanded orientation program. 

 This training officer would also carry the 

responsibility of developing an instructional 

program for preceptors and ensuring that the 

preceptors provide quality instruction to the new 

employees. 

 

Thirdly, we need to formalize our spousal and 

family orientation program and make this program a 

requirement for all newly hired part-time employees. 

 This would reduce some of the family conflicts that 

we have witnessed due to the families being 

uninformed of the challenges and demands that are 

placed on the part-time employees when they are 

hired as fire-medics.  This program also needs to be 

mandatory for employees who are promoted from part-

time to full-time, as the demands on the employee 

increase and the expectations of their performance 
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change.   
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